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“Um Mundo Novo2” or just More of the Same for Brazil Post-Olympics?
Emily Desormier
Here in America, people may remember the 2016 Summer Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil as the last Olympics that Michael Phelps competed in, as the summer that put Simone
Biles on the international stage, or even as the Games where Ryan Lochte got in trouble for
lying about being mugged. In Brazil, however, the people look back on the games as a series of
false promises. The government claimed that hosting the Olympics would bring new
opportunities and prominence to the country on the international stage, as well as providing
chances to enrich the impoverished communities around Brazil. None of that ended up
happening, however, now the country is in even worse shape than it was before the Olympics.
One of the best ways to see what life is like in Rio before, during, and after the Games is
through photographs; pictures have the ability to capture the full impact of what life was like
during these three distinct moments in time, in a way that words are unable to. For my project,
I plan to use pictures from these three eras (before the Olympics, during the Olympics, and
post-Olympics) to argue that Brazil would have been better served using the billions of dollars
that went to paying for the Olympics to instead support some of the impoverished
communities around the country.
Before analyzing the first image, one must first understand what life was like in Rio de Janeiro
prior to the Games. The country of Brazil was established separately from Portugal in 1822,
with Rio de Janeiro serving as the country’s capital until 1960. Even with that status change, Rio
remains the second most populous city in Brazil and certainly one of the most well-known to
people who live outside of South America. In the United States, the consensus cultural image of
Rio (pre-Olympics) was that it was a fairly metropolitan city full of vibrant culture that was also
home to the Christ the Redeemer statue. Brazil is home to some extremely wealthy people,
with 259 millionaires residing there, Brazil is the 20th most populous country for millionaires in
the world. However, that is an incomplete picture of what life in Rio de Janeiro, or Brazil as a
whole, is actually like for everyone. The Rio Times reports “that more than fifty million
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Brazilians, nearly 25 percent of the population, live below the poverty line” (Contributing
Reporter); many people have monthly family incomes that translates to around $387 a month.
These impoverished members of Brazilian communities typically live in favelas. A
“favela” is a low-income neighborhood in Brazil that has been historically ignored by the
government. In a video from Vox titled “Inside Rio’s Favelas, the City’s Neglected
Neighborhoods”, some context is given as to how the favelas came to be: they were originally
built by recently freed slaves in 1888 who were still denied access to many rights in society. Per
Vox, the contemporary favelas credit their massive populations to “migrations from rural
Brazilians coming into the city looking for work”. Although the reasons for people coming to the
favelas may have changed, the government’s lack of involvement stays the same; there are no
zoning laws, no building codes, and no public services to be found for favelas. Some residents
of certain favelas have taken it upon themselves to form makeshift associations to deal with
issues within the community and to work on providing resources and public projects to improve
the favelas to varying degrees of success, but, of course, their reach and successes are on a
much different level than government assistance would be. The Brazilian government is aware
of conditions within the favelas but have been uninterested in providing any sort of aid because
they are viewed as a “lesser” society compared to the urban cities.
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The picture labeled Exhibit 1 was taken from an article in The Rio Times titled “Extreme Poverty
in Brazil Higher This January Than at Start of 2011,” published on February 1, 2021. There is no
listed photographer for this image. This picture was taken on the ground in Rocinha, one of the
largest favelas in Rio that is home to around 100,000 people. This picture showcases what life
in a favela is like: the homes are extremely congested, there is trash and clutter everywhere,
and that there is overall extreme poverty. Even though this image is from 2021, this is not a
reflection of the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic; life in favelas has always been this way ever
since their inception. The favelas have never been a great place to live, yet the government has
never offered any kind of support to make them better, even though hundreds of thousands of
people call them home.
In Roland Barthes’ piece “Rhetoric of the Image,” he talks about how there are three levels of
photographic meaning: the linguistic message, the non-coded iconic message, and the coded
iconic message. All three of these meanings can be found in Exhibit 1. The linguistic message,
which serves to answer basic questions, is that the photo takes place in the Rocinha favela and
features residents of the favela. The non-coded iconic message, which features the denoted
meaning, is that life in the favelas is unpleasant. Finally, the coded iconic message of this
particular image, which is where the connotative meaning of the photograph can be found, is
that these people did this to themselves. In other words, that it is their fault their living
conditions are so poor. There is often a belief that impoverished people got there by their own
doing, that if they just tried harder that their lives would improve. However, knowing about
how the Brazilian government completely ignores the favelas, that argument is rendered
invalid. People cannot be expected to have thriving lives if the government provides no social
or economic structures to them. Without any support, people are often forced to stay in the rut
of poverty.
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Exhibit 1 is also very good at using pathos. The Sourcebook on Rhetoric by James Jasinksi
defines pathos as “an appeal to the emotions or passions of an audience” (Jasinski, 421). The
main source of pathos in this image comes from the two young children. While some people
may believe that adults who live in poverty got there based on their own doing, everyone
remains sympathetic to children who live in these conditions. Seeing the two children, who
appear to be about toddler-aged, is bound to emit some empathy from viewers. The little girl’s
dress also goes directly against the coded iconic message of the image; her dress looks
somewhat fancy, which serves as a symbol that her parents are clearly trying to give her the
best that they can. That reading of the image mixed with the knowledge of how the
government treats favelas all goes to show that there is more going on under the surface in the
favelas than there may initially appear to be.
Now that a fuller picture of what life in Brazil is like for a large portion of the population has
been sketched out, it is time to look at Rio’s history with the Olympics. On October 2, 2009, the
International Olympics Committee announced that the 2016 Summer Olympic Games were
going to take place in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. In winning the hosting privileges, Rio beat out other
bids from places such as Chicago, Madrid, and Tokyo. With this, Brazil became the first country
in South America to host an Olympics. Brazil had also won the rights to host the FIFA World Cup
in 2014, leading to an influx of attention on the country. Brazilian officials were hoping that
hosting two of the most prominent international sporting events would help to establish the
country as a major player on the world stage. All eyes were on Rio to see if the country could
successfully pull it off.
The Summer Olympics in Rio de Janiero occurred from August 5-21, 2016. There were four
separate campuses for different sporting events: Barra Park (The main campus where major
facilities like the Aquatic Center were), Copacabana Park, Maracanã Park (where the soccer
stadium from the 2014 FIFA World Cup already resided), and Deodoro Park. The total cost to
build all of the sporting facilities, the Olympic Village, a subway to get spectators to Olympic
Park, advertisements, and so on ended up costing around $13.2 billion in U.S. dollars. While
that was certainly a hefty bill for the country (host countries are responsible for covering all
financial expenses associated with paying for the Games), it also came with the hope that most
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of that money would be recouped through tourism. There was also the promise that all of the
structures being built for the Olympics would not go to waste once the Games were over; the
government said that everything constructed for the Games would be repurposed into
buildings that could be reused by the community. For example, the handball arena was going to
be turned into four public schools after the games and the canoe slalom course was going to be
turned into a community pool. This promise of community development was particularly
exciting for the area near Deodoro Park since that campus was specifically built in a poorer
community with the hope of lifting up the area during and after the Olympics. However, before
any transformations of stadiums into community assets, Rio first had to pull of the spectacle
and majesty of a successful Olympics.

Exhibit 2
Photo Credit: Sporting News
The picture labeled Exhibit 2 depicts the Opening Ceremony of the 2016 Rio de Janeiro Summer
Olympics. This image was taken from an article from Sporting News titled “Rio Olympics Failed
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to Capture Brazil, Good or Bad”. The Opening Ceremony took place at the Maracanã Stadium
in Maracanã Park. The Maracanã Stadium was originally constructed to house the 2014 FIFA
World Cup, but it was repurposed to serve as the spot for the Opening Ceremony. The
surrounding buildings are all hotels and other urban trappings making it an ideal spot for
tourists to visit. The picture captures the lavishness and pageantry that Brazil was hoping to
showcase during their international debut as Olympic host country.
Using Barthes’s levels of photographic meaning as a starting point, it is fairly simple to see what
Brazil is trying to communicate with an image like this. The non-coded iconic message of the
photo is that the Olympics have started; the whole purpose of the Opening Ceremony as a
whole is to signify the start of the Games, so this picture is doing the same thing by extension.
The coded iconic message of this picture is much more interesting to consider. With this photo,
Brazil is attempting to convey the message that it is a wealthy and powerful enough country to
gain prominence as an international power. Knowing that hundreds of thousands of eyes would
be on Rio as a result of the Olympics, the country needed to make a bold, flashy statement
right off the bat to assert their status. What better way to do that than a giant firework display?
The architecture of the arena is also extremely modern, almost resembling a flying saucer or
some other highly futuristic device. That stylistic choice was made to show that Brazil is ready
to move into the future and leave its more rural past behind. It is also interesting that they
chose to do the Opening Ceremony in the much more developed Maracanã Park over the lowincome setting of Deodoro Park. One could argue that one location was selected because of the
size of the soccer stadium, but there was absolutely also the consideration of the image that it
would present. So, Brazilian officials made the decision to have the first image that people see
of their country be an urban one in the hopes that viewers will see it and view the country as a
metropolitan habitat.
An Opening Ceremony is something that takes months, maybe even years to plan and
coordinate, so it is extremely obvious that the image in Exhibit 2 is the exact one that Brazil
wanted to covey to the rest of the world. The thing is that, as beautiful as that image is, it is
also extremely generic. There certainly was concept art created for the Opening Ceremony,
which makes Misha Gordin’s article “Conceptual Photography: Idea, Process, Truth” valuable to
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look at. In the piece, she writes that conceptual photography is “creating an idea and
transforming it into reality” (Gordin, 77), which the Rio 2016 Organizing Committee certainly
did. It seems obvious, though, that their conceptual photograph for creating this spectacle was
the Opening Ceremony from the London Summer Olympics in 2012. Both ceremonies feature a
round, futuristic building with fireworks coming out of them. Also, strangely, Judi Dench read a
poem at the Rio Opening Ceremony; she was not at the London Olympics, but she is extremely
British, so the influence is clear. The obvious influence of the London Olympics could be just
because it was a successful version of the Games that had happened recently. However, it is
more likely that Brazil used London as its conceptual inspiration to further their goal of
assimilating itself into highly developed countries. The UK is exactly the kind of country that
Brazil wanted itself associated with: respected, powerful, and extremely dominant on the world
stage. It is clear that Brazil took the “imitation is the sincerest form of flattery” approach with
the Opening Ceremony as a way to prove their worth to the other countries.
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Exhibit 3
Photo Credit: Geoff Burke, USA Today Sports
Exhibit 3 is a picture of the inside of the Aquatic Center in Barra Park during the 2016 Rio
Olympics. This picture was taken by Geoff Burke for USA Today Sports during one of the
women’s swimming events. Unfortunately, I was unable to verify which specific event this
photo was taken at, but it almost does not matter because the energy and what it looks like
during an Olympic swimming match is still captured. The picture features swimmers launching
off their diving boards while hundreds of cameras and onlookers witness the competition. The
image also showcases the beautiful blue pool that was built specifically for the Olympics. It is
kind of faint, but up towards the top of the frame in the center, the Olympics rings logo is
visible, symbolically looming over the whole event, as if anyone could have forgotten why they
were gathered in the Aquatic Center that day.
Once again, it is useful to use Barthes’s levels of photographic meaning to examine what
message this image is trying to convey. Unlike Exhibit 1 which just conveys a message through
its very existence, Exhibits 2 and 3 are extremely designed and are actively trying to
communicate a message to viewers, which makes it very interesting to analyze. This image
does have some explicit linguistic messaging going, thanks to the Olympic Rings above the pool,
on the side of the pool, and the words “Rio” on the side of the pool. All of those linguistic
devices are primarily there to brand the event, but it also serves as a way for Brazil to continue
to self-promote. By continuously reminding people that the Olympics and all of these beautiful
facilities are located in Rio, viewers are subconsciously being fed the message that Brazil is a
nice place and that they should take a trip there. One of the main draws for hosting the
Olympics is to attract tourism during the Games, but Brazil is hoping that the rebranded image
of what foreigners think of Brazil as being will last long after the sporting events are over. The
non-coded iconic message of this image is that there is a swimming event taking place and lots
of people have gathered to watch it. That may seem self-explanatory, but that is the whole
purpose of the non-coded iconic message: it just is it what it is. The coded iconic message of
this picture is that this pool is where important swimming competitions take place, therefore,
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by extension, Rio is important. Similar to the coded iconic message of Exhibit 2, this is once
again an example of Brazil trying to assert itself as a place of importance while it is having its
moment in the spotlight.
On its surface, this image seemingly has nothing in common with Exhibit 1, but they both
feature a key similarity that no other picture in this piece has: bodies. In James Elkins’ book
Pictures of the Body: Pain and Metamorphosis, he talks about how every photograph has some
aspect of the body even if you cannot see the physical form because you can imagine a human
interacting with it in some way; for example, even though you cannot see any bodies in Exhibit
2, you know that they are inside the stadium celebrating the Opening Ceremony because of the
context clues surrounding the situation. I want to focus on the two pictures that do directly
showcase bodies, however, because they are in stark contrast with each other. Exhibit 1
features three bodies very prominently: the man and the two children. These bodies serve the
purpose of humanizing the favelas and emphasizing the inherent tragedy around them. In that
picture, the bodies are essential is conveying the pathos of the image. On the other hand,
Exhibit 3 features what Elkins calls “Bodies that are simply there” (Elkin, 155). The bodies in this
photograph all take second place to the majesty that is the pool. Even the swimmers, who
should be the stars of a swimming event, take a backseat to the pool in this picture. The pool is
what Brazil really wants to highlight in this image because it goes along with their continuous
coded iconic message that Brazil deserves to be recognized internationally as a prominent,
important place. However, Elkins argues that “when it seems that the body is merely given,
that it is irreducibly there, it also appears… most suffused with unspoken significance” (Elkins,
155-156). Using that argument, the significance of the bodies in Exhibit 3 is that they create the
notion that Brazil is a place that a lot of people want to visit. A large crowd of people always
creates curiosity amongst onlookers, so a packed arena leads to people feeling like they are
missing out on something. Brazil hopes that this feeling of exclusion encourages more people
to plan trips to the country. The fact that the photo emphasizes Brazil’s overarching message
and does not place much emphasis on the people in the picture serves as a grim foreshadowing
of what is to come after the Olympics are over.
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When the Olympics wrapped up on August 21, most people agreed that they were a relative
success. Even with the threat posed by the Zika virus, the Games went off without any real
hitch and Brazil was able to show itself off to the world. Now, it was time for Brazil to make
good on the promises that were made to the communities about what would become of the
Olympic facilities. Brazilians were eagerly waiting for the government to start repurposing
buildings and allocating funds to enriching the communities. Unfortunately, these dreams were
almost immediately squashed. Ever since the time that the Rio Olympics were announced in
2009, the Brazilian government has been plagued with scandal, mostly having to do with
finances. It’s a very complex topic that continues to negatively impact the Brazilian economy to
this day. For the purposes of this piece all that you really must know is that members of pretty
much every branch of government were implicated in instances of bribery, misuse of funds,
money laundering, and/ or using favorable contracts receive to millions of dollars in kickbacks;
to get a more in-depth look at these issues and the individuals involved, I highly recommend
“After the Flame” by Wayne Drehs and Mariana Lajolo for ESPN, which was a key source of
information on this topic. Just to showcase how far reaching the corruption was across those
who held power in the country, Drehs and Lajolo point out that even “the president of the
Aquatic Sports Federation, and two of his directors were arrested and charged with the misuse
and misappropriation of $13 million in funds, for their own personal gain and by giving
favorable contracts to associates” (Drehs and Lajolo), proving that no aspect of Brazilian
government was free from corruption.
So, with a government embattled with multiple scandals and an economy that is in “its worst
recession in history” (Drehs and Lajolo), where does that leave the use of Olympic facilities?
Unfortunately, plans to transform them into community assets have largely been scrapped and
the buildings are being left to slowly decay. Since the Olympics, only 15 out of the 27 venues
built for the Games have been used in some capacity, with most of them not being touched
since 2017. One building that was initially used was the Maracanã soccer stadium, the location
of the Opening Ceremony from Exhibit 2. The stadium was initially opened for tours to bring in
revenue, but those were cancelled after six months due to vandalism in the stadium and violent
robberies in the area. The stadium has also “had its power shut off completely after amassing a
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$950,000 electric bill” (Drehs and Lajolo) that was unable to be paid. Plans for schools,
community centers, the community pool, luxury apartments, and other community enrichment
methods have all been cancelled due to a lack of funds.

Exhibit 4
Photo Credit: Pilar Olivares, Reuters
Exhibit 4 is a picture of the Aquatic Center pool at the Barra campus in 2017, one year after the
Olympics. This is the same pool that is pictured in Exhibit 3. This image was taken by Pilar
Olivares for Reuters. This photo captures the full scope and tragedy of the abandonment of the
Olympic facilities. In the picture, there is a bit of standing water where there once was a full
pool of chlorinated water. The bleachers are empty, adding to the overall gloominess of the
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picture. Since there is none of the Olympic gloss leftover in this image, it is almost impossible to
look at this picture without reminiscing about what the pool used to look like in its glory.
Upon first glance, the most notable thing that this picture does is elicit a sense of sadness from
the viewer. Even if someone did not know what the Aquatic Center looked like during the 2016
Olympics at the height of its beauty, it is always sad to see abandoned buildings because of all
of the wasted potential. If you are familiar with what the pool looked like during the Games and
the promise that Brazil made to repurpose it into a community pool, then this image becomes
downright tragic. Per Barthes’ notion, the non-coded iconic message is that this is an
abandoned pool. The non-coded iconic message completely ignores the significance of what
this particular pool is and what it symbolized for a whole country of people. The coded iconic
message of this image is that the government did not keep the promises that it made to the
community way back in 2009 when Rio was announced as the host of the 2016 Olympics. The
grayness and the dreariness are perfect symbols for how thousands of Brazilians felt when they
realized that they were not going to be getting what was promised to them. The little bit of
water in the pool is also a rich symbol of how the country tried a little bit to keep their
promises before ultimately failing. The picture in Exhibit 4 would be a little less pathetic if there
was no water at all in the pool; similarly, it would be less sad for Brazilians, particularly those
who live in the favelas, if the government had never made promises that they knew that they
could not keep in the first place.
It is also worth examining Exhibit 4 with the framework laid out by Group μ in their piece
“Toward a General Rhetoric of Visual Statement: Interaction between Plastic and Iconic Signs”.
In their piece, Group μ argue that every picture is made up of plastic and iconic elements. An
iconic element in a photograph is something that is instantly recognizable to the audience,
while a plastic element is something far less definable. For example, plastic elements are things
such as shapes, lighting, and colors; in other words, plastic elements are things that could be
found in any picture. Using plastic and iconic elements, I want to compare Exhibits 3 and 4.
Exhibit 3 is clearly full of iconic elements: the pool itself, the spectators, the swimmers, and the
Olympic Rings, just to name a few. In Exhibit 4, with all of those things stripped away, the image
itself becomes full of plastic elements. It is clearly still a pool, but it loses the iconic status of
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being an Olympic swimming pool. In Exhibit 4, the bright blue paint has all been scrubbed away,
leaving only a drab gray. While the blue was an iconic element because of the life that it
brought to the pool, giving it a distinct nature and image, the gray is plastic because it is such a
mundane and ordinary color. This gray can be found anywhere from sidewalks to buildings; it is
not unique to this pool. Another thing that goes from being iconic to plastic are the bleachers.
In Exhibit 3, they create the iconic image of being packed full of fans, whereas in Exhibit 4 they
just kind of exist. Again, the bleachers are still technically an iconic element in Exhibit 4 because
they are still clearly bleachers, but they are more plastic because they look sort of just like rows
of white and silver. It is the people who really illustrate that they are bleachers designed to be
used by spectators. The transition of elements from iconic to plastic in the pool support the
argument of the coded iconic message. As the promises slowly started to slip away, so did
everything that made this pool unique, special, and beautiful.

Exhibit 5
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Photo Credit: Pilar Olivares, Reuters
The photograph in Exhibit 5 is the outside of the Aquatic Center at Barra Park, which houses the
pool from Exhibits 3 and 4. This picture was taken by Pilar Olivares for Reuters in 2017, one year
after the Olympics. Similar to Exhibit 4, this picture showcases the decay and abandonment
that many facilities built for the Rio Olympics have faced in the years since. The tapestries on
the wall on the outside of the building that are now falling down were done by Brazilian artist
Adriana Varejao. They feature sketches of Brazilian culture and people, which you can see on
the far-right panel that is still standing. The practice pool in front is now filled with mud,
rainwater, and insects, which gives it that rusty-brown color. Similar to Exhibit 4, this picture
perfectly encapsulates the tragedy and disappointment of the broken promises made by the
government.
This picture has a lot of the same qualities of Exhibit 4 as far as the coded and non-coded iconic
messages. The non-coded iconic message for this picture is that this disheveled building and
gross-looking pool have been abandoned and are no longer in use. The state of decay of these
locations suggest that they have been out of use for longer than a year, but that only goes to
show how poorly and cheaply (since so many of the funds allocated towards constructing them
were misused) these buildings were made. The coded iconic message for this image could be
read as being the same as Exhibit 4, that the falling apart building is symbolic of the broken
promises made by the Brazilian government, but I think that it goes deeper than that. The
coded iconic message of this image is that the government has abandoned the well-being of
the country’s citizens, specifically those who live in favelas. This idea is crystallized through the
image of Adriana Varejao’s peeling tapestries: both in the tapestries and in real life, Brazilians
have been left hanging and the government is nowhere to be found to help them. The
condition of the practice pool also supports this message. No effort has been made to clean it
up, similar to how no real effort was made to create sustainable, affordable buildings that could
be long-lasting and enrich the community.
An interesting aspect to consider when looking at Exhibit 5 is the role that preservation
photography plays in it. I looked everywhere to find a picture of what the outside of the
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Aquatic Center looked like during the Olympics, but I could only find pictures of what it looks
like now, post-Olympics. That means that photographs like Exhibit 5 will eventually become the
main image of what the outside of the Aquatic Center looked like since there are no easily
accessible pictures of what it looked like in its prime. That is hugely disappointing, since it was
almost certainly a beautiful structure when it was first built. In their piece “Editor’s
Introduction: Photography and Preservation”, Iñaki Bergera and Jorge Otero-Pailos touch on
the importance, and danger, of using photography to preserve buildings rather than physically
preserving them. In the piece, the authors write that “preservation photography does not
excavate memory, it helps to construct the sense that buildings assist in recall and to frame
certain experiences” (Bergera and Otero-Pailos, iv), indicating the importance that physical
structures play in life experiences. That sentiment is certainly true of Olympic buildings. For
example, the Aquatic Center in Rio will always be memorable and noteworthy in the sporting
world because it is where Michael Phelps, the most decorated Olympian in history, swam his
last Games. There does not need to be pictures of the Aquatic Center to remember that event,
but pictures will be useful to help people reminisce about it and photographs will certainly be
helpful to people in the future studying Phelps. So, it is devastating that the only images that
they will be able to find of the outside of the Aquatic Center are ones like Exhibit 5. Having that
version of the structure being the one that is preserved is also painful for Brazil, who would
much rather be remembered for the glory of the new construction rather than the dilapidated
symbol of broken promises that stands now.
Over a year after the Olympics were over, the Rio 2016 Organizing Committee still owed
around $40 million to creditors. Unable to pay in cash, “Olympic organizers were attempting to
pay creditors with air conditioners, portable energy units and electrical cables” (Drehs and
Lajolo), which was not accepted. After realizing that the country was not going to be able to
pay the debts by themselves, the Organizing Committee then turned to the International
Olympic Committee for help paying its debts, where they were also denied. After reaching that
dead end, the city of Rio decided to solicit bids from private companies to run parts of the parks
as a way to keep expenses down while they tried to figure out how to pay their debts. There
were no bids, leaving Brazil’s Ministry of Sport with “maintenance [bills that]…will cost the
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government approximately $14 million” (Drehs and Lajolo) a year. The economic conditions in
Brazil have not faced any improvement since the end of the 2016 Olympics (they have actually
gotten worse due to the COVID-19 pandemic), so all of the facilities erected for the Games
continue to deteriorate to this day.
Even with all of the broken promises and crushed dreams about what post-Olympics Brazil
would be like, there was still the naïve hope that life in the favelas would improve. Brazil had
taken a few steps to highlighting favelas during the Olympics (such as building Deodoro Park
and having a “Voices from the Favela” segment during the Opening Ceremony), so some were
still optimistic that people from other countries around the world might chip in and help the
favelas in some way. Unfortunately, that did not end up happening. After the Games, life in
favelas got significantly worse, and not just because of the failure to create schools, community
centers, and the rest of it. In their ESPN piece, Drehs and Lajolo write this on life in the favelas
now:
According to Brazil's Institute of Public Safety, street robberies are up 48 percent
and deadly assaults by 21 percent, to the highest rates since 2009. In the first
three months of 2017, violent crime spiked 26 percent compared with the same
period in 2016. The state of Rio is still unable to pay its teachers, hospital
workers, police and other public employees on time, if at all. Many favelas still
lack running water or proper sewage removal. (Drehs and Lajolo)
One might be wondering how so many foreign people saw the favelas, maybe for the first time,
and had no strong reaction to help or call for the Brazilian government to help them in some
way. Well, the primary reason why that did not happen is because of the tourist gaze, which
Palloma Menezes lays out in her piece “6. Tourist’s Photographic Gaze: The Case of Rio de
Janeiro Favelas”. The version of the favelas that tourists and people watching on television saw
was extremely sanitized. There was nothing similar to Exhibit 1 being shown at any official
Olympic event. As has already been established, Brazil wanted to use the Olympics to put itself
on the international stage and show that they deserve to be there amongst other world
superpowers; they were not going to jeopardize that opportunity by showing anything other
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than the glossy, modern world that they constructed for the Olympics. Menezes writes that
“the choice of which element deserves to be seen or not seen varies according to the cultural
filter that is behind the camera” (Menezes, 95), something that applies to both Brazil and
tourists from other countries. Brazil put on the filter that the favelas are places to live full of
culture and history and obscured the fact that they are also full of poverty and crime.
Meanwhile, the tourists completely bought into this idea because it was easy for them.
Everyone visiting Rio at this time was there to enjoy the Olympics; they did not want to bother
themselves with actually finding out what life was like in the favelas, they wanted to have fun.
Plus, from the outside, the favelas actually do look quite beautiful (as seen in Exhibit 6, below),
which further allowed tourists to be complicit.

Exhibit 6
Photo Credit: The Perspective
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Exhibit 6 is an image of Rocinha, Brazil’s largest favela. The picture is taken from an article from
The Perspective titled “Rio’s Favelas – Where Beauty Meets Brutality” from 2016. Looking at
this picture, you can see why people who inhabit the favelas are called “people of the hill”. This
image perfectly taps into what Menezes was talking about with the tourist’s gaze. Just looking
at the exterior of the favela, it is quite beautiful. All of the lush trees and vibrant colors of the
homes create a striking image, especially to tourists. Many tourists are likely to exoticize the
favelas because they are so different than what can be found in their own countries. There is
also just a troubling habit in general to exoticize anything in South America (or Africa) because
they are perceived as being “so different”. However, if you know anything about favelas, you
realize that all of the houses are different colors because they were made with whatever
material people could find. People live on the hills with all of the trees because there was
nowhere else to go. While favelas are certainly places where beautiful moments and examples
of culture can be found, they should not be romanticized. During the Olympics, the Brazilian
government wanted spectators to think of favelas only in terms of Exhibit 6, even though
Exhibit 1 will give people a better idea of what favelas are actually like.
After seeing what life in the favelas is like, it is logical to say that the Brazilian government
should do more to directly support the favelas. Yes, there was the promise of turning the
Olympic buildings into facilities for the communities, but the government did not have the
financial resources to actually do this. And, due to the corruption of the government during the
whole timeline of the Rio Olympics, it is fair to assume that they knew that they could never
keep all of those promises. All of that information leads to the argument that Brazil would have
been better served using the billions of dollars that went towards paying for the Olympics to
instead offer direct economic and social assistance to the favelas. Now, it is obvious that Brazil
did not have billions of dollars in the first place (hence the massive debt that they currently find
themselves in), but they certainly had some money kicking around that they could have used to
improve life in the favelas. For example, instead of turning Olympic stadiums into public
schools, they could have just built schools in the first place. At the very least, the government
could have worked to give all favelas running water and proper sewage removal. But no, the
government thought that it was a better call to host the Olympics in the hopes to assert their

58

Comm-Entary 2021-2022

presence in the world. However, after how they handled the buildings post-Olympics, the
economic recession that immediately followed the Games3, and the ongoing quality of life
struggles, it would be safe to say that their propagandic efforts failed since the world watched
all of this unfold.
On the official Olympics website, under the Rio 2016 page, there are a lot of articles about the
legacy of the Games in Brazil. All of these articles boast social and economic progress brought
about by the games, which is clearly untrue. The funny thing about these articles is that they
were written in 2017, the same year that Exhibits 4 and 5 are from. Even when there was
photographic evidence to the contrary, Brazil still felt the need to try and maintain the image
that everything is great in the country and that the Olympics have helped the country continue
to thrive. As we have seen through photos, however, the country is in the worst shape that it
has been in over twenty years. All Brazil wanted to do was become a powerful country, but
they missed the very obvious fact that improving life in the favelas would raise their poverty
line, thus giving the country the stability and path to power and prominence that it so
desperately craves.

3

The recession started eleven days after the Olympics came to a close
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